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COMPUTER SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR 
NEGOTIATING THE PURCHASE AND SALE 
OF GOODS OR SERVICES USING VIRTUAL 

SALES 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to improved apparatus and 
methods for facilitating the negotiations for the purchase and 
sale of goods or services. More particularly, the invention 
relates to a system and method for selling goods or services 
having negotiable prices over a global computer netWork 
such as the Internet. Even more particularly, the present 
invention relates to improved systems and methods for facili 
tating the negotiation and sale of large scale transactions such 
as automobile purchases, Which are typically negotiated. To 
this end, the present invention provides an apparatus and 
method that preferably uses the Internet to bring together a 
purchaser With a seller of goods or services to complete in real 
time the selection, price, negotiation, sale and ?nancing of 
goods or services. 

There are numerous methods for matching buyers and 
sellers of various goods or services. On the most basic level, 
an individual buyer might discover the goods or service being 
offered for sale through advertising or Word of mouth, and 
then directly contact the seller. Once communication has 
commenced, negotiations take place Which may or may not 
result in a consummated sales transaction. 

For large scale transactions, such as for the purchase of 
automobiles or real estate, the process is usually more com 
plicated. First, the buyer Will Wish to narroW his search 
according to certain criteria such as price, size and location. 
Where the goods sought to be purchased is an automotive 
vehicle, the criteria Will typically also include the vehicle’s 
manufacturer, model, year of manufacture, as Well as numer 
ous additional options such as color, engine siZe, etc. This 
criteria permits the buyer to avoid spending time looking at 
goods Which are of only tangential interest or of no interest at 
all, and instead focus on goods Which most suit the buyer’s 
needs. 

Recently, the global computer network, commonly 
referred to as the Internet, has been used not only for the 
advertising of goods or services, but also as a place for com 
pleting purchasing transactions. Typically, Inter net Websites 
Where merchandise or services can be purchased consist of a 
picture or description of the goods or services being offered, 
the price at Which such goods or services are being offered 
and an order form for a customer to enter personal or payment 
information. Such sites are not Well suited for the sale of 
goods or services that are typically negotiated, such as 
unique, surplus, high volume, discontinued items, negotiable 
services, or large scale transactions such as real estate or 
automobiles. The knoWn commercial Websites are interactive 
only to the extent that a customer is able to select a particular 
item for purchase and to enter payment and shipment infor 
mation. Such Websites include so-called “auction” sites in 
Which potential buyers may submit their oWn price that they 
are Willing to pay for a particular product until a set deadline 
has expired. This bidding process on the Internet does not 
alloW a purchaser to negotiate directly With the seller of the 
goods or services. 

For example, US. Pat. No. 5,890,138 issued to Godin 
describes a computer auction system enabling consumers to 
bid on different products utiliZing their home computer. The 
price varies according to the number of bids submitted by 
consumers and the amount of time remaining in an estab 
lished time limit. US. Pat. No. 5,924,082 issued to Silverman 
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2 
et al. describes a computerized matching system for matching 
potential buyers and sellers of commodities. Buyers and sell 
ers are capable of transmitting parameters for a sale to one 
another, but the system does not provide direct negotiations to 
facilitate the purchase and sale of goods or services. Mean 
while, US. Pat. No. 6,035,288 issued to Solomon describes a 
system enabling buyers to negotiate, and “haggle”, With a 
computer for the purchase of goods or services. The computer 
is programmed to simulate human behavior but a human is 
not utiliZed in the negotiation process. In addition, US. Pat. 
No. 5,664,115 issued to Fraser describes a communications 
netWork such as the Internet Which is used to connect buyer 
terminals With seller terminals for facilitating the purchase 
and sale of real estate. Potential buyers are automatically 
evaluated to determine Whether they meet minimum criteria 
for the purchase of speci?c property listed. Again, these sys 
tems do not provide the means for buyers and sellers to both 
utiliZe the bene?ts of the Internet, namely the billboard-type 
communication of goods or services to be sold, With the 
ability to negotiate the purchase and sale of such goods or 
services Which is typically available only in face to face 
transactions. 
The di?iculties With purchasing and selling of goods over 

the Internet is most obvious in connection With the sale of 
automobiles Wherein the culture of automobile shopping has 
alWays included negotiating or “haggling” prior to consum 
mation of a vehicle sale. The reason for such negotiations is 
that consumers typically require such communications to 
ensure that they are obtaining the best deal possible. This is 
particularly true as the net cost for automobiles may vary 
greatly from location to location due to such factors as dealer 
overhead, shipping costs, dealer rebates, etc. However, recent 
attempts to sell vehicles over the Internet have eliminated the 
ability for buyers and sellers to negotiate directly resulting in 
both buyers and sellers of automobiles being unsatis?ed With 
their Internet transaction experience. At present, automotive e 
commerce is fragmented and inconsistent. Moreover, current 
automotive e commerce systems fail to provide either an 
automotive service relationship or long-term customer satis 
faction Which are tWo of the most important aspects of auto 
mobile sales necessary for long term success and pro?tability. 

Currently, there are three types of automobile e commerce 
companies. First, automotive dealers often have their oWn 
Websites Which advertise the dealer and vehicles located at 
that speci?c dealer, and Which typically direct Website vieW 
ers to contact the dealer directly by telephone or to go to the 
dealer in person. These dealer Websites lack sophistication 
and are helpful only to Website vieWers Who reside in prox 
imity to that speci?c dealer. Moreover, these dealer Websites 
are not typically interactive as they do not provide consumers 
With the ability to buy such a vehicle, let alone actually 
negotiate the purchase of a vehicle. At best, a dealer Website 
is merely an electronic version of a neWspaper ?yer. 
A second type of automobile e commerce company gener 

ally only refers a buyer to an automotive dealership. These 
referral e commerce companies typically advertise various 
manufacturers and models of vehicles. Once a vehicle has 
been selected by a purchaser, the sale is “referred” to a dealer 
requiring that the purchaser aWait contact from a dealership 
Which typically takes one to tWo days if all, or the purchaser 
has to call the dealership directly, a situation similar to using 
the yelloW pages to select a dealership. Unfortunately, referral 
e commerce companies usually do not provide information 
on the actual availability of a speci?c automobile, nor do they 
provide information on price, or other options. These referral 
companies include CarBuyers.comTM Which is a compilation 
of neWspaper classi?ed ads, Autobytel.comTM Which is a 
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referral service Which charges participating dealers a fee, 
Dealernet.comTM Which lists participating dealers, Carpoint 
.msn.comTM Which is Microsoft’s referral site and AutoVan 
tage.comTM. 

The third type of automobile e commerce company pro 
vides direct sales of vehicles to buyers. Unfortunately, these 
companies do not typically make provision for the purchaser 
to test drive the vehicle. In fact, this provision Would be 
disadvantageous to a direct sale e commerce company as once 

a purchaser goes to a local dealership to test drive the auto 
mobile, the dealership has unwittingly been supplied With a 
customer from a competitive Website. 

Moreover, if a purchaser actually buys a vehicle over the 
Internet, the purchaser is not provided With a place for ser 
vicing the vehicle if problems arise With the neW vehicle. In 
addition, if Warranty Work is required, it is often very dif?cult 
to ?nd a dealership that is Willing to provide free service of a 
vehicle Which has been purchased from others. Direct sales e 
commerce companies includes CarPricescomTM Which Will 
deliver a vehicle to a local dealer, CarsDirect.comTM Which 
delivers a vehicle directly to the customer location Without 
dealer involvement, iMotors.comTM and Greenlight.comTM 
Which typically also deliver the vehicle to the customer’s 
location. 

Thus, there exists a need for a dynamic and interactive 
computer initiated system Which is capable of facilitating the 
buying and selling of goods or services, particularly automo 
tive vehicles, over the global computer netWork. 

In addition, it Would be highly desirable to provide a sys 
tem and method Which combines the data communication 
advantages of the Internet With the ability to negotiate directly 
and in real time With a seller of goods or services. 

Moreover, it Would be advantageous to provide an 
improved netWork system Which not only provides for direct 
real time speech communication With a seller of goods or 
services, but also provides for a supplemental sales organiZa 
tion Which is capable of taking over negotiations When the 
primary seller has ceased operating for the day. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

The invention is directed to facilitating the negotiation and 
sale of any goods or services. HoWever, since the invention is 
believed to have particular application in the automotive 
industry, the invention Will be described herein particularly in 
connection With the buying and selling of automotive 
vehicles. It should also be understood that though the terms 
“goods”, “products”, “services”, etc. are used throughout the 
folloWing description of the invention, these terms are 
intended to be substantially interchangeable in connection 
With application With the present invention. 

Brie?y, in accordance With the invention, an intercon 
nected computer netWork system is provided including a host 
processor Which connects buyers and sellers through remote 
computer terminals, referred to herein as buyer computer 
terminals and seller computer terminals, respectively. Inven 
tory of respective sellers is recorded in each seller’s computer 
terminal Which is accessed continuously or periodically by 
the host processor system to create and maintain a database of 
the inventory of all goods or services offered for sale by all 
sellers connected to the netWork system. A buyer Which con 
nects to the host processing system, such as through the 
Internet or other similar computer network, is requested to 
provide buyer identi?cation information such as personal 
consumer related data such as the consumer’s name, state 
and/ or Zip code, and/ or goods or services transaction related 
information such a product’s manufacturer and model name 
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4 
or number. The host computer processor includes processing 
means for analyZing the buyer identi?cation information and 
transaction related information provided by the consumer and 
compares that information to data Within its databases to 
automatically match potential buyers of goods or services 
With sellers of goods or services that are most suitable for 
meeting the buyer’s purchasing needs. The host computer 
then connects the buyer to the seller through the computer 
netWork to provide a “real time” data connection betWeen the 
buyer and seller. The data connection provides for immediate 
Written messaging betWeen the buyer and seller, and also 
enables the buyer and seller to access data stored on the 
counterpart’s buyer or seller computer or stored in the host 
processor’s database. 

In addition, in accordance With the invention, the system 
includes establishing a “real time” speech connection 
betWeen the buyer and seller for enabling the buyer and seller 
to speak With one another in real time to negotiate and com 
plete the sale of goods or services. In a ?rst embodiment, after 
the host processor has selected a particular seller for conduct 
ing the transaction, the host processor provides the buyer With 
a telephone number, preferably toll free, Which is displayed 
on the buyer’s computer terminal display, and instructs the 
buyer to call that number. The telephone number corresponds 
to a telephone line Which connects the buyer directly to the 
host processor. After receiving the call, the host processor 
then automatically routes the telephone call through the host 
processor to the selected seller so that the buyer and seller can 
talk and negotiate directly. In an alternative embodiment, the 
host processor provides the buyer With the seller’ s telephone 
number and instructs the buyer to call that number to speak 
directly With the seller. 

In an additional preferred embodiment of the invention, the 
host processor is connected to a ?nancial institution credit 
database Which stores information relating to the credit his 
tory of potential buyers. Preferably, either before or after the 
host processor connects a potential buyer to a seller through 
their respective buyer and seller terminals, the host processor 
obtains su?icient information of the potential buyer to iden 
tify the individual, such as utiliZing their social security num 
ber, to determine Whether their credit history Warrants the sale 
of goods or services to the potential buyer. The revieW of this 
credit information can be used to merely accept the buyer for 
transacting a sale or can be used to create a credit history or 
credit rating such as a FICO score Which may be transmitted 
to the seller for display on the seller’s terminal. At this point, 
the seller can either accept or reject the buyer as suitable for 
completing the sales transaction, or in the alternative, the 
seller may require that additional steps be made by the buyer 
prior to sales transaction completion. For example, the seller 
may simply require an increased deposit or the acquiring of an 
independent loan prior to completing the sales transaction. 

In an additional preferred embodiment of the invention, the 
netWork system of the present invention includes a “virtual” 
sales system. The virtual sales system operates to take the 
place of a “primary” seller When the primary seller is no 
longer capable of negotiating or completing a sales transac 
tion. For example, the Internet is accessible 24 hours a day, 
365 days a year. HoWever, many sellers of goods or services 
are only open eight to tWelve hours a day. During periods 
Where the seller is “closed”, the seller is no longer capable of 
negotiating or completing a sales transaction resulting in 
Wasted opportunities. Where the primary seller is unavailable 
for negotiating the sale of its oWn products or services, the 
host processor connects the buyer directly to the virtual seller 
system Which includes its oWn computer terminal. The virtual 
seller system obtains all necessary inventory and pricing 
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information from the primary seller through the host proces 
sor Which stores a summary of the seller’s inventory in the 
host’ s inventory database. Utilizing the inventory and pricing 
data of the primary seller, the virtual seller negotiates and 
completes the transaction With the buyer in identical fashion 
as Would the primary seller. More particularly, the host pro 
cessor initiates a data communications connection betWeen 
the buyer’ s computer terminal With the virtual computer ter 
minal so that the buyer and seller can transmit transaction 
related information, such as product, offer price, counter offer 
price, ?nancing, restrictions, etc., back and forth for display 
on each other’s computer. In addition, a real time speech 
connection is also created betWeen the potential buyer and 
virtual seller. The speech connection may be created by the 
buyer making a traditional phone call to the virtual seller by 
calling a telephone number Which is displayed by the host 
processor on the buyer’ s screen. The speech connection may 
also be an audio link, or preferably also a video link, over the 
Internet Where the buyer and virtual seller’ s terminals include 
teleconferencing technology. 

In operation, a buyer looking for goods or services, for 
example an automobile, Would search the Internet utiliZing 
knoWn search engines to ?nd numerous databases Which store 
pertinent information regarding automobiles sought to be 
purchased. The buyer Would also encounter numerous Web 
sites dedicated to selling vehicles including the Website dedi 
cated to the host processor of the present invention. The 
potential buyer visiting the Website of the host processor is 
?rst be requested to submit their name and Zip code. The host 
processor then assigns an alpha-numeric tracking number to 
enable the host to record and track communications and 
results relating to any negotiations and/or sale of a vehicle to 
the buyer. After receiving the buyer’s Zip code, the host pro 
cessor searches its internal dealer database for af?liated sell 
ers Which are located Within a predetermined distance of the 
buyer. For example, by analyZing the buyer’s Zip code, the 
host processor searches for and attempt to ?nd an a?iliated 
seller Within, for example, thirty miles of the buyer by com 
paring the relative longitudes and latitudes speci?ed by the 
buyer’s Zip code and a?iliated sellers’ Zip code. If an af?liated 
seller is not determined to be located Within the predeter 
mined distance, in a preferred embodiment the predetermined 
distance is expanded until an a?iliated seller is located. In the 
alternative, the host processor Waits to receive additional 
information from the potential buyer before selecting a par 
ticular seller for selling a vehicle. 

Still in connection With the buying and selling of vehicles, 
the host processor prompts the potential buyer to provide 
transaction related information such as the manufacture, 
model, year, color and vehicle options of the vehicle sought to 
be purchased. Based upon this additional information, the 
host processor then attempts to assign a seller af?liate for 
purposes of facilitating the sale of a vehicle, or if a seller 
a?iliate has already been assigned, the host processor Will 
compare the information relating to the sought to be pur 
chased With the vehicles Which are Within the a?iliated sell 
er’s inventory. Of importance, the dealer continuously, or 
periodically, provides a summary of its inventory to the host 
processor so the host processor can make informed decisions 
regarding the assignment of an af?liated seller to negotiate the 
transaction, and for purposes of ensuring that the potential 
buyer is provided With the greatest number of selections. If 
the host processor is unable to ?nd a vehicle Which matches 
the description provided by the potential buyer, the host pro 
cessor prompts the potential buyer to change one or more 
features of the vehicle Which the buyer Wishes to purchase. 
For example, Where a purchaser indicates that it Wishes to buy 
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6 
a vehicle of a particular color, and the color is not available, 
the buyer Will be requested to select an alternative color. This 
process Will continue until the sought to be purchased vehicle 
matches a vehicle in the host processor’s inventory database. 
Once the vehicle is located, the dealer possessing the 

vehicle is identi?ed Which again is preferably at a location 
near to the potential buyer. The host processor then immedi 
ately creates a data communications connection betWeen the 
buyer’ s computer terminal and a computer terminal located at 
the identi?ed dealer. Preferably, this connection through the 
host processor utiliZes the Internet. HoWever, other data link 
connections can be made as Would be understood by those 
skilled in the art. The data link provides the potential buyer 
and the dealer With a “real time” link enabling the dealer to 
transmit detailed transaction related information regarding 
the vehicle including a picture of the vehicle, its price, vehicle 
options, ?nancial purchasing or leasing options, etc. to the 
potential buyer. In addition, the seller and his computer ter 
minal preferably is connected to the seller’s inventory data 
base for displaying information relating to the seller’s addi 
tional inventory Which can also be used during negotiations 
With the buyer. Moreover, the data connection permits the 
buyer to transmit transaction related information back to the 
dealer such as counteroffers, additional requested vehicle 
options, ?nancing information, etc., during the negotiations. 

In a preferred embodiment, once a dealer has been identi 
?ed, the host processor provides the potential buyer With a 
telephone number Which is transmitted and displayed on the 
potential buyer’ s terminal. The buyer is instructed to call this 
telephone number, and after having done so, the potential 
buyer is connected by telephone to the dealer’ s representative 
Who is operating the dealer’s computer terminal. In a ?rst 
embodiment, by calling the telephone number, the buyer is 
connected directly to the host processor. Once connected, the 
host processor provides an automatic recording to the buyer 
asking the buyer to punch in their alpha-numeric tracking 
number into their telephone’s keypad. After having done so, 
the ho st processor utiliZes the alpha-numeric tracking number 
to identify the caller on the other end of the telephone and 
utiliZes the tracking number to identify the seller Which has 
been selected to conduct the sales transaction. The host pro 
cessor then routes the telephone call to the selected seller 
Which preferably already has transaction related information, 
such as the vehicle and its features, on their computer terminal 
display. 

In this manner, not only does the dealer have a direct data 
communications connection With the potential buyer, but a 
real time speech link is provided Which enables the buyer and 
seller to discuss, and negotiate, the purchase of the vehicle. 
The invention therefore provides both the capability of trans 
mitting data over the Internet for display to a potential buyer, 
and the capability of negotiating the purchase of an automo 
bile With a real live person. 

In an additional preferred embodiment of the invention, 
instead of a telephone link betWeen the potential buyer and 
dealer, the speech communications connection is made by 
audio and video teleconferencing over the Internet. Where the 
potential buyer and seller both have a camera and microphone 
connected to their computer terminal, audio visual signals are 
transmitted betWeen the computer terminals so that the poten 
tial buyer and seller may communicate and negotiate in a 
“face to face” manner. 

In an additional aspect of the present invention, once a 
dealer has been selected for negotiating With a potential 
buyer, it is ?rst determined Whether the selected “primary” 
dealer is “open” for business. For example, most automotive 
dealers are only open ten to tWelve hours a day. Once the 
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primary dealer has closed for the day, the dealer may not have 
the man-poWer to provide direct real time data communica 
tions or speech communication capabilities With a potential 
buyer. Accordingly, Where the dealer is closed for the day, the 
host processor creates a data communications link betWeen 
the potential buyer’s computer terminal and the virtual sell 
er’ s computer terminal. The virtual seller accesses the inven 
tory database of the host processor Which stores all necessary 
information regarding the inventory of the selected dealer, 
including the makes, models and prices of the vehicles as Well 
as the vehicle’s colors and options. Once the data communi 
cations link betWeen buyer and virtual seller has been com 
pleted, the potential buyer is requested to initiate a speech 
connection using the public sWitching telephone netWork 
(PSTN) or a teleconferencing link utilizing an Internet con 
nection. The virtual seller then negotiates and completes 
transactions in similar manner as Would the primary dealer. 

Advantageously, the present invention provides for the 
combination of Internet technology to transmit data instanta 
neously over great distances, With the ability to negotiate in 
real time as previously only provided by “brick and mortar” 
retail companies. 

Another advantage of the present invention is that consum 
ers are provided With the ability to purchase goods or services 
over the Internet and still communicate in a “face to face” 
manner. 

Still an additional advantage of the present invention is that 
sellers are provided With the capability of creating relation 
ships With customers so as to facilitate a servicing relation 
ship in the future. 

Other features and advantages of the present invention Will 
be appreciated by those skilled in the art upon reading the 
detailed description Whi ch folloWs With reference to the 
attached draWings. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a schematic block diagram illustrating the func 
tional components of the netWork system of the present inven 
tion; 

FIG. 2 is a How chart illustrating a typical method of using 
the netWork system of the present invention; 

FIG. 3 illustrates a preferred embodiment of the invention 
Wherein buyer and seller are connected by a data communi 
cations link over the Internet and a speech communications 
link over the public sWitching telephone netWork (PSTN); 

FIG. 4 illustrates an additional preferred embodiment of 
the invention Wherein a buyer and seller are connected by a 
data communications link and a speech communications link 
including teleconferencing; 

FIG. 5 is a How chart illustrating the selection of a primary 
seller or virtual seller of the present invention; 

FIG. 6 illustrates a preferred car con?guration routine for 
purchasing a vehicle With the netWork system of the present 
invention; 

FIG. 7 illustrates a preferred ?nancial Worksheet as used by 
a seller for selling a vehicle With the netWork system of the 
present invention; and 

FIG. 8 illustrates a preferred ?nancial Worksheet as used by 
a buyer for purchasing a vehicle With the netWork system of 
the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE INVENTION 

While the present invention is susceptible of embodiments 
in various forms, there is shoWn in the draWings and Will 
hereinafter be described the presently preferred embodiments 
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8 
of the invention With the understanding that the present dis 
closure is to be considered as an exempli?cation of the inven 
tion and it is not intended to limit the invention to the speci?c 
embodiments illustrated. 

With reference to FIGS. 1 and 3, the present invention 
provides an electronic and human interactive system for 
negotiating the purchase and sale of goods or services, pref 
erably over the Internet’s World Wide Web. The netWork 
system 1 of the present invention includes a central host 
computer 3 Which is attached to a Wide area netWork (WAN) 
hub Which serves as a primary communications link With 
other controllers and interface devices connected to the Inter 
net. As Would be understood by those skilled in the art, the 
host processor 3 may be a traditional Web server including 
only a single computer or may include a plurality of comput 
ers. The host processor 3 interfaces With the netWork system 
1 With a protocol understood by the netWork. For example, 
Where the netWork utiliZes the Internet, Transmission Control 
Protocol/Internet Protocol (TCP/IP) Will typically be used. 
The netWork system 1 further includes a plurality of buyer 

terminals 13 Which typically include a central processing unit 
15, input-output devices such as a video display 19, keyboard 
17 or mouse. When accessing the Internet’s WorldWide Web, 
potential buyers are presented With a series of Web pages for 
Which they must navigate to ?nd areas of interest. In accor 
dance With a preferred embodiment, the host processor 3 is 
operatively connected to the Internet and has a ?rst “home 
page” remotely accessible to a prospective buyer. This home 
page permits a potential buyer to determine What goods or 
services are offered for sale through the netWork system 1. 
The netWork system 1 of the present invention further 

includes a plurality of sellers Which may be located across the 
country, such as re?ected in FIG. 1 in California, Virginia, 
Oregon, etc. Each of these remote sellers have computer 
terminals 25 Which in turn also include central processing 
units, and input/output devices such as video displays, key 
boards and mouses. The seller computer terminal 25 also 
includes memory in the form of read only memory (ROM) or 
computer disk (CD) memory for storing inventory records 
summarizing the inventory of goods or services Which are 
offered for sale by the seller over the netWork system 1. The 
seller computer terminals 25 are preferably connected to the 
host processor 3 through the Wide area netWork of the Inter 
net. The host processor 3 continuously or periodically 
accesses each seller’s inventory database and copies and 
stores that information in its oWn database of inventory held 
by all sellers throughout the entire netWork. Preferably, the 
host processor 3 updates its inventory database at least every 
day, and preferably hourly or continuously, to determine 
Which good or services have been sold by the a?iliate sellers. 
In a separate locator database, the host processor 3 also stores 
an identi?cation of each seller connected to the netWork sys 
tem 1 and the seller’s geographical location by Zip code, 
and/or longitude and latitude to form a seller locator database. 

With reference to FIG. 1, in a preferred embodiment, the 
host processor 3 is connected to a ?nancial institution credit 
database such as provided by Trans UnionTM, EquifaxTM or 
EsperianTM. The connection may be by an Internet connection 
or by a local area netWork (LAN) connection. The ?nancial 
institution credit database provides information relating to 
the credit of potential buyers Who access the netWork system 
1 for providing a credit score or the like for determining 
Whether potential buyers are ?nancially capable of purchas 
ing goods or services Which are offered for sale. 

In still an additional preferred embodiment of the inven 
tion, the netWork system 1 includes a virtual seller 41. The 
virtual seller 41 is substantially similar to other sellers in the 
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network system 1 in that the virtual seller 41 includes a 
computer terminal having a central processing unit, and 
input/output devices including keyboard, mouse and video 
display. However, the virtual seller 41 does not maintain an 
inventory of its own to sell. Instead, as explained in greater 
detail below, the virtual seller 41 accesses the host processor’ s 
inventory database for pertinent inventory records of “pri 
mary” sellers in the network to sell their goods when 
requested. 

With reference to FIGS. 2A and 2B, the practice of the 
present invention includes a potential buyer going on-line 
with his or her computer terminal to search the World Wide 
Web for goods or services sought to be purchased. For pur 
poses of example, where the consumer is looking to purchase 
a particular automotive vehicle, a consumer would typically 
introduce key words for searching the Internet for the vehicle 
sought to be purchased, such as the manufacture, model, etc. 
Upon visiting the website 41 associated with the host proces 
sor 3, the potential buyer would be asked to provide their 
name and Zip code 43. The host processor 3 thereafter assigns 
a tracking number 45 to the buyer for tracking communica 
tions between the buyer and seller and transactions made by 
the buyer. The host processor 3 then accesses its database of 
a?iliated dealers 49 and compares the potential buyer’s loca 
tion with the locations of its dealers to determine if any 
dealers are located within proximity to the potential buyer. If 
an a?iliate dealer is located within proximity to the potential 
buyer, the dealer is selected 51 as the particular dealer to 
effect negotiations and transactions with the potential buyer. 
If a dealer is not within proximity to the potential buyer, in a 
?rst embodiment, the nearest a?iliate dealer 53 is selected. 
Meanwhile, in a second embodiment, if no dealer is within 
proximity to the potential buyer, the host processor 3 selects 
the virtual dealer to negotiate a transaction with the potential 
buyer. (See FIG. 5). 

With reference also to FIG. 5, after selecting a local dealer, 
the host processor 3 determines if the dealer is open or closed 
for business 111. Open or closed for business is a determina 
tion of whether the dealer has available personnel to initiate 
real time communication with a potential buyer. The dealer 
may be closed for the day, or a person may not be available at 
the dealership due to scheduling problems, temporary under 
sta?ing, etc. The host processor 3 may determine whether the 
dealer is open or closed by comparing the time of day and date 
with dealer scheduling records which are provided to the host 
processor 3, or in the alternative, the host processor 3 can 
contact the dealer terminal and provide an inquiry as to 
whether personnel are available. If the host processor 3 deter 
mines that the dealer is determined to be open, the host 
processor 3 assigns the transaction to the dealer 115. Mean 
while, if it is determined that the dealer is closed, the virtual 
dealer is assigned the transaction 113. Where the virtual 
dealer has been assigned the transaction, the virtual dealer 
accesses the inventory records of the local dealer 117 which 
have been stored within the databases of the host processor 3. 
Thereafter, the virtual dealer and primary local dealer nego 
tiate the transaction 119 in substantially identical manner. 

With reference to FIGS. 2A, 2B and 6, either prior to 
assigning a primary dealer or virtual dealer to handle the 
transaction, the host processor 3 initiates a car con?guration 
routine 57 in which the potential buyer is requested to specify 
in detail the actual vehicle desired, including speci?cs such as 
manufacture, model, year, color, engine, siZe, options, etc. In 
a ?rst embodiment, the potential buyer has already been con 
nected directly to the dealership for direct real time negotia 
tions. In an alternative embodiment, the host processor 3 ?rst 
initiates the car con?gurations routine 57 prior to searching 
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10 
its dealer database for a local dealer. This embodiment 
enables the host processor 3 to review dealerships’ inventory 
to determine whether a local dealer carries requested vehicle 
models prior to assigning it to a particular dealer. Moreover, 
instead of utiliZing just a comparison of the location of the 
local dealer to the potential buyer, preferably the host proces 
sor 3 also considers the potential buyer’s desired vehicle 59, 
and the dealer’s inventory of vehicle’s and their options to 
provide the customer with the best matches available from 
which to select a desired vehicle. 

With reference to FIG. 6, in a preferred embodiment, if a 
particular vehicle which has been requested by the potential 
buyer is not available, the host processor 3 prompts the buyer 
61 to change some of the options on his selection until a 
vehicle is available from a nearby dealer. Once a vehicle has 
been selected by a potential buyer as being acceptable 63, the 
potential buyer is provided with three options by the network 
system 1. First, the potential buyer is provided with the oppor 
tunity to purchase the vehicle immediately on-line 87, in 
similar manner to direct sales e commerce sites presently 
available on the Internet. If the potential buyer selects this 
option, the consumer is provided with an on-line credit appli 
cation 89 which the buyer can ?ll out on his own computer 
terminal 25. Once the potential buyer has quali?ed 91, he is 
provided ?nancing options such as purchasing the vehicle 95 
or leasing the vehicle 97. Any additional paperwork can be 
?lled out by the buyer on-line 99 and the vehicle is delivered 
101 to the purchaser’ s home or to a dealer within the purchas 
er’s vicinity. 

With reference also to FIGS. 1, 3 and 4, as an option to 
directly purchasing the vehicle on-line, the network system 1 
of the present invention provides for a direct real time data 
connection 35 over the Internet between the potential buyer 
11 and dealer 23. More particularly, once a dealer has been 
selected, the host processor 3 initiates an additional connec 
tion with the dealers computer terminal 25 to connect the 
potential buyer’s computer terminal 13 to the dealer’s com 
puter terminal 25. This data connection preferably provides 
instant messaging which enables the buyer and seller to trans 
mit data in real time over the Internet for display to each other. 

The data connection may be constructed of numerous 
means known to those skilled in the art. In a preferred 
embodiment, the data communications connection is a virtual 
information exchange database in which the dealer and buyer 
instantaneously exchange information with each other 
through a designated portion of the host processor’s memory 
and processing capability. The virtual information exchange 
database works as follows. Any information entered by a 
buyer or seller into their computer keyboards is instanta 
neously transmitted to the host processor 3 and stored in 
memory. The host processor 3 in turn immediately updates 
the other’s display screen to display that information. In a 
preferred embodiment, the virtual information exchange 
database is controlled using a Java Database Controller 
(JDBC) which is a protocol used to transmit information 
between databases. The JDBC system looks for changes in a 
database and upon seeing changes immediately updates a 
computer connected to the database. Contrary to prior art 
systems which periodically poll remote computers looking 
for changes, the JDBC system provides for transmitting a 
small application program, called an applet, from the host 
processor to the buyer’s computer terminal. In connection 
with the present invention, the applet instantaneously sees 
changes and transmits those changes to the seller’s computer 
terminal connected to the network. Moreover, the applet pref 
erably provides for instantaneously calculating and recalcu 
lating of ?nancing information on the buyer and seller’s com 
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puter terminals to quickly update price, interest rates, doWn 
payment, monthly payment amount, number of payments, 
etc. as these provisions are changed during negotiations. The 
actual creation of such applets can be determined by those 
skilled in the art. 

Using the data communications connection 35, the poten 
tial buyer and seller provide instant messaging to one another 
to transmit information such as the vehicle’s invoice amount, 
manufacturer’s suggested retail price (MSRP), ?nancing 
options, comparisons to other vehicles, dealer rebates, etc. 
Moreover, the data connection provides the customer and 
sales person With the ability to provide instant messaging to 
negotiate the sale of the vehicle in real time. 
As an additional and preferred option for facilitating the 

negotiation and sale of an automobile, the network system 1 
of the present invention also includes a speech communica 
tions link 13 1 betWeen the potential buyer and dealer. Accord 
ingly, not only is a real time data communications connection 
35 provided for betWeen the potential buyer and seller, but a 
real time speech communications link 131 betWeen the buyer 
and seller is also provided. With reference to FIGS. 1, 2 and 3, 
in a preferred embodiment, the host processor 3 provides a 
toll-free telephone number for display on the potential buy 
er’s display 19. Upon calling the telephone number 67, the 
potential buyer is connected directly to the host processor. 
The host processor then provides a pre-recorded message to 
the buyer asking the buyer to provide their alpha-numeric 
tracking number. After doing so, the host processor 3 utiliZes 
the tracking number to identify the buyer and the selected 
dealer pertaining to the particular transaction. The host pro 
cessor then automatically forWards, or routes, the telephone 
call to the dealer Which has been selected to handle the trans 
action 69. Preferably, the dealer representative Which is com 
municating in real time to the potential buyer over the data 
communications connection 35 is also the same person Who is 
assigned to communicate With the potential buyer over the 
speech communications connection 131. In an alternative 
embodiment, the host processor provides the telephone num 
ber of the selected dealer on the buyer’s computer display. 
The buyer is instructed to call this number, and after having 
done so, the buyer has a direct speech communications con 
nection With the dealer. Moreover, as a result of the data 
communications connection 35, the dealer and customer Will 
also already have displayed on their respective computer 
terminals the price information and vehicle features of the 
vehicle sought to be purchased When the speech communica 
tions connection is completed. Preferably, the data commu 
nications link 35 Will also provide a picture or photograph of 
the vehicle 133 to each computer terminal. Since a data con 
nection simply does not provide buyers With the ability to 
communicate their desires suf?ciently to assure them that 
their needs are being met, the netWork system 1 of the present 
invention provides the speech communications link 131 so 
that the potential buyer and dealer may talk to one another in 
real time to satisfactorily negotiate the purchase of a vehicle. 

With reference to FIG. 4, in an additional preferred 
embodiment, the speech communications link 131 includes 
real time teleconferencing betWeen the buyer and dealer. For 
this embodiment, the buyer and sellers’ computer terminals 
13 and 25 include a microphone and camera 21 and 33 Which 
provide for audio and video to be transmitted over the Internet 
connection through the host processor 3. Accordingly, not 
only can the vehicle 133 and vehicle features be displayed on 
the buyer and sellers’ computer terminals 13 and 25, but the 
buyer 11 can communicate With the seller 23 in a face to face 
manner over the Internet. It is this real time speech commu 
nications or “face to face” communications Which enables the 
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12 
netWork system 1 of the present invention to create relation 
ships betWeen the customer and buyer Which creates cus 
tomer goodWill and facilitates the creation of a business rela 
tionship for future sales. 

With reference to FIGS. 2B, 7 & 8, once the purchase price 
of the vehicle has been agreed upon 73, the buyer 11 is 
provided With the ability to ?nance their vehicle over the 
Internet. The buyer 11 is preferably provided With both pur 
chasing 79 and leasing 81 options, and any necessary paper 
Work 83 is prepared and executed directly over the Internet. 
For example, FIG. 7 illustrates a ?nancial Worksheet 141 
provided to the vehicle dealer for assisting the buyer in 
obtaining a car loan. Though the Worksheet is con?gured 
particularly for use in providing the buyer With loan informa 
tion, a similar Worksheet, not shoWn, Would be utiliZed When 
the buyer Wishes to lease the vehicle. The Worksheet includes 
information such as sale price, interest rates, fees, doWn pay 
ments, and payment schedules. The altering of any of the 
amounts of these purchasing factors by the dealer instanta 
neously results in the calculation and alteration of the other 
factors on the dealer’s computer display due to the use of the 
Java Database Controller (JDBC), and preferably also simul 
taneously corrects the information displayed on the buyer’s 
computer terminal display 19. In addition, as shoWn, the 
dealer Worksheet preferably displays additional information 
such as the transaction pro?t Which Would not be displayed on 
the buyer’ s ?nancial Worksheet. With reference to FIG. 8, the 
buyer may also be provided With a ?nancial calculator 143 
Which enables the buyer to calculate and recalculate the terms 
of loans and leases having varied purchasing factors. 
As shoWn in FIG. 1, preferably the host processor 3 is 

connected to a ?nancial institution credit database 37 Which 
enables the host processor 3 to perform credit checks of the 
potential buyer 11 and determine Whether ?nancial institu 
tions Will extend the customer With a loan. Preferably, the 
database 37 also includes tax information relating to the sales 
tax and fees of each state, county and municipal area to 
automatically prepare the loan applications for execution by 
the buyer. In a preferred embodiment, the 73,000 taxing juris 
dictions Within the United States are updated at least on a 
Weekly basis by the netWork system 1 to provide accurate 
loan and sales agreements. The database 37 may also provide 
the buyer 11 With information on automobile insurance if 
desired by the buyer. 
The previous examples have been described in connection 

With a “primary” dealer being assigned to negotiate the sale of 
the vehicle. HoWever, Where the virtual dealer 121 has been 
selected to negotiate the transaction, the virtual dealer 121, 
Which utiliZes a human for direct negotiating, Will do so in 
identical manner as Would a primary dealer. By accessing the 
dealer inventory database of the host processor 3, the virtual 
dealer is provided With a summary of the primary dealer’s 
inventory. Thus, the virtual dealer 121 is provided With trans 
action related information relating to particular vehicles of 
the primary dealer Which is displayed on his computer screen, 
and Which may be selectively simultaneously displayed on 
the seller’s computer screen over the data communications 
link 35. The virtual dealer is also connected to the buyer using 
the speech communications link 131 over the public sWitch 
ing telephone netWork 135, or a teleconferencing link over the 
Internet, to provide real time speech communication 35 
betWeen buyer 11 and virtual seller 121. In this manner, even 
When the dealership is closed for the night, the netWork sys 
tem 1 of the present invention provides for 24 hour, 365 day 
capabilities for selling vehicles located across the country. 
Any transaction communications betWeen the buyer 11 and 
virtual dealer 23 are then communicated to the primary dealer 
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so that When a dealership opens in the morning, any sales 
Which have been completed during the evening can either be 
?nalized or simply recorded by the dealer. The customer can 
then shoW up at the dealership and pick up the purchased car. 
In fact, the customer may, or may not, determine that they 
Were communicating With a virtual dealer during the transac 
tion process. 

The invention therefore provides for the bene?ts of Internet 
technology With old-fashioned speech negotiations to facili 
tate the purchase of goods or services. Though the invention 
has been described With particularity to the negotiation and 
sale of automobiles, the invention is believed to have appli 
cation to the sale other goods or services. 

Having described the invention in such terms to enable 
those skilled in the art to make and use it, and having identi 
?ed the presently preferred embodiments thereof, 1 claim: 

1. A netWork system for facilitating the negotiation and 
purchase of goods or services for buyers and sellers, the 
system comprising: 

a host processor system; 
at least one buyer computer terminal including a display, 

operated by buyer of goods or services; 
at least one primary seller computer terminal including a 

display, operated by a primary seller of goods or services 
for selling the goods or services of the primary seller; 

a virtual seller computer terminal including a display, oper 
ated by a virtual seller of goods or services Who is not the 
primary seller for selling the goods or services of the 
primary seller, said virtual seller not possessing custody 
or control of the goods or services of the primary seller 
but having a database storing product information con 
cerning the goods or services of the primary seller; 

a ?rst real time tWo-Way communication connection for 
selectively connecting said buyer computer terminal to 
said primary seller computer terminal or said virtual 
computer seller through said ho st processor system, said 
?rst communication connection for transmitting trans 
action data concerning the purchase of goods or services 
of said primary seller, input by a buyer into said buyer 
computer terminal, in real time to said seller computer 
terminal or to said virtual seller computer terminal for 
display to said seller and for transmitting transaction 
data, input by a seller into said seller computer terminal 
or said virtual seller computer terminal, in real time to 
said buyer computer terminal for display to the buyer; 

said host processor system including processing means for 
selectively connecting a buyer computer terminal to 
either a primary seller computer terminal or a virtual 
seller computer based upon predetermined criteria, and 

a sale agreement means for enabling a buyer to reach an 
agreement concerning the purchase of goods or services 
from a either a virtual or a primary seller over the net 

Work system. 
2. A netWork system for facilitating the negotiation and 

purchase of goods or services for buyers and sellers of claim 
1 Wherein said predetermined criteria includes a determina 
tion of Whether the primary seller has ceased sales operations. 

3. A netWork system for facilitating the negotiation and 
purchase of goods or services for buyers and sellers of claim 
2 Wherein said primary seller operates and ceases sales opera 
tions during predetermined periods of the day and said host 
processor processing means connects a buyer computer ter 
minal to a virtual seller computer based upon a determination 
that said primary seller has ceased sales operations for the 
day. 

4. A netWork system for facilitating the negotiation and 
purchase of goods or services for buyers and sellers of claim 
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1 Wherein said predetermined criteria includes a determina 
tion of Whether a primary seller is located Within a predeter 
mined distance of the buyer. 

5. A netWork system for facilitating the negotiation and 
purchase of goods or services for buyers and sellers of claim 
1 Wherein said predetermined criteria includes a determina 
tion of Whether a primary seller is located Within a predeter 
mined distance of the buyer and a determination of Whether 
the primary seller has goods or services sought to be pur 
chased by the buyer. 

6. The netWork system for facilitating the negotiation and 
purchase of goods and services for buyers and seller of claim 
1 Wherein the goods or services include vehicles. 

7. The netWork system for facilitating the negotiation and 
purchase of goods and services for buyers and seller of claim 
5 Wherein the goods or services include vehicles. 

8. A netWork system for facilitating the negotiation and 
purchase of goods or services for buyers and sellers of claim 
1 further comprising: 

a second communication connection for connecting a 
buyer operating said buyer computer terminal and a 
primary seller operating said primary seller computer 
terminal or virtual seller operating said virtual seller 
computer terminal, said second communication connec 
tion permitting real time speech communication 
betWeen buyers and sellers for facilitating the real time 
spoken negotiations for the purchase and sale of goods 
or services over the netWork system. 

9. A netWork system for facilitating the negotiation and 
purchase of goods or services for buyers and sellers of claim 
2 further comprising: 

a second communication connection for connecting a 
buyer operating said buyer computer terminal and a 
primary seller operating said primary seller computer 
terminal or virtual seller operating said virtual seller 
computer terminal, said second communication connec 
tion permitting real time speech communication 
betWeen buyers and sellers for facilitating the real time 
spoken negotiations for the purchase and sale of goods 
or services over the netWork system. 

10. The netWork system for facilitating the negotiation and 
purchase of goods and services for buyers and seller of claim 
8 Wherein the goods or services include vehicles. 

1 1 . A method of facilitating the negotiation and purchase of 
goods or services for buyers and sellers comprising the steps 
of: 

providing a host processor system interconnected With at 
least one primary seller of goods or services, at least one 
virtual seller Who is not the primary seller for selling the 
goods or services of the primary seller, said virtual seller 
not possessing custody or control of the goods or ser 
vices of the primary seller but having a database storing 
product information concerning the goods or services of 
the primary seller; and a plurality of buyers of goods or 
services; 

transmitting buyer identi?cation information by a buyer to 
the host processor system; 

selecting the virtual seller or a primary seller by the host 
processor system based upon predetermined criteria; 

providing a real time tWo -Way data connection betWeen the 
buyer and the selected primary seller or virtual seller for 
transmitting transaction data from the buyer in real time 
for visual display of the purchase data to the seller and 
for transmitting transaction data from the seller in real 
time for visual display of the purchase data to the buyer, 
and 
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agreeing over the network system to the purchase of goods 
or services from a primary or virtual seller. 

12. The method for facilitating the negotiation and pur 
chase of goods or services for buyers and sellers of claim 11 
further comprising the step of: 

determining Whether the primary seller has ceased sales 
operations; and 

selecting the virtual seller or a primary seller by the host 
processor system is based upon the determination of 
Whether the primary seller has ceased sales operations. 

13. The method for facilitating the negotiation and pur 
chase of goods or services for buyers and sellers of claim 12 
Wherein said primary seller operates and ceases sales opera 
tions during predetermined periods of the day. 

14. The method for facilitating the negotiation and pur 
chase of goods or services for buyers and sellers of claim 11 
further comprising the step of: 

determining the location of the buyer; and 
the step of selecting the virtual seller or a primary seller by 

the host processor system is based upon the determina 
tion of the location of the buyer. 

15. The method for facilitating the negotiation and pur 
chase of goods or services for buyers and sellers of claim 11 
further comprising the steps of: 

determining the location of the buyer; and 
determining What goods or services are sought to be pur 

chased by the buyer; and 
the step of selecting the virtual seller or a primary seller by 

the host processor system is based upon the determina 
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tion of the location of the buyer and the determination of 
What goods or services are sought to be purchased by the 
buyer. 

16. The method for facilitating the negotiation and pur 
chase of goods or services for buyers and sellers of claim 11 
further comprising the step of: 

providing a second communication connection betWeen a 
buyer and a primary seller or virtual seller, the second 
communication connection permitting real time speech 
communication betWeen the buyers and sellers for 
facilitating the real time spoken negotiations for the 
purchase and sale of goods or services over the netWork 
system. 

17. The method for facilitating the negotiation and pur 
chase of goods or services for buyers and sellers of claim 15 
further comprising the step of: 

providing a second communication connection betWeen a 
buyer and a primary seller or virtual seller, the second 
communication connection permitting real time speech 
communication betWeen the buyers and sellers for 
facilitating the real time spoken negotiations for the 
purchase and sale of goods or services over the netWork 
system. 

18. The netWork system for facilitating the negotiation and 
purchase of goods and services for buyers and seller of claim 
11 Wherein the goods or services include vehicles. 

19. The netWork system for facilitating the negotiation and 
purchase of goods and services for buyers and seller of claim 
16 Wherein the goods or services include vehicles. 

* * * * * 


